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S H E E R L E G S  AS AN A R C H A E O L O G I C A L  A I D  
Scott Cane and Elizabeth Cane 
The name shee r l egs  i s  given t o  a t r i p o d  used a s  a mechanical  
a i d  t h a t  has its apex t i e d  together  wi th  a shee r l a sh ing .  As such, 
sheer legs  may have many uses ,  f o r  example t o  suspend a b lock and 
t a c k l e  o r  t o  support  va r ious  o b j e c t s  - t h e  crown o r  apex being 
very s t a b l e  and t h e  l e g  arrangement be ing  f l e x i b l e  s o  as t o  e a s i l y  
provide d i f f e r e n t  heights .  The shee r l a sh ing  c o n s i s t s  o f  a secure  
hor izon ta l  l a sh ing  around two l e g s  i n t e r s e c t e d  by s e v e r a l  v e r t i c a l  
l a sh ings  so  a s  t o  g ive  t h e  l e g s  f r e e  p a r a l l e l  movement. The t h i r d  
l e g  is  lashed t o  one of t h e  two l e g s  a l r eady  t i e d  toge the r .  
This standard design may be adapted t o  provide  a ve ry  u s e f u l  
i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  a i d  f o r  a rchaeo log i s t s .  For example, water  p i p e s  
or  scaffolding pipes  make s u i t a b l e  l e g s  and t h e s e  may be  connected 
by a standard sca f fo ld  swivel bracket .  The t h i r d  l e g  is  replaced 
by a ladder  which when e leva ted  i s  secured by i ts own weight a t  t h e  
swivel junct ion,  below t h e  crown of t h e  t r ipod .  Th i s  p o i n t  is  t h e  
most s t a b l e  pos i t ion  on t h e  s t r u c t u r e .  
The types and dimensions of m a t e r i a l s  used i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
depends on the  s t a b i l i t y  and e leva t ion  required.  We used 8 cm X 5 nrm 
long sca f fo ld ing  pipes  and a wooden two s t a g e  ex tens ion  l adder .  
However, a three-stage aluminium ladder  may be more use  a s  t h i s  i s  
much l i g h t e r  and has  a .greater  e l e v a t i o n  p o t e n t i a l .  
To r a i s e  the  shee r l egs  r equ i res  a degree o f  t r i a l  and e r r o r  s o  
t h e  following p o i n t s  may provide some ass i s t ance .  F i r s t l y ,  t h e  
l e g s  should be l a i d  s i d e  by s i d e  on t h e  ground and then bracketed 
together .  The l adder  is then placed a t  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  a t  an  ang le  
t h a t  ensures the  f r e e  swing of the  l e g s  when t h e  t r i p o d  i s  r a i s e d .  
The ladder  should l i e  approximately a t  r i g h t  a n g l e s  t o  t h e  l e g s .  
The diagram below shows how t h e  shee r l egs  should s i t  when r a i s e d .  
This is  a simple procedure requ i r ing  two people and a degree  of 
coordination.  One person must take  a p o s i t i o n  c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  l a d d e r  
a s  he w i l l  do t h e  l i f t i n g  and t h e  o t h e r  person must t a k e  one l e g .  
He w i l l  move t h i s  d i r e c t l y  away from t h e  o the r  l e g  which w i l l  remain 
s t a t i o n a r y  a s  t h e  l adder  is  l i f t e d .  With each person i n  p o s i t i o n  
t h e  ladder  i s  l i f t e d  and i n  a c o n s i s t e n t l y  smooth coordinated move- 
ment one l e g  is walked away from the  s t a t i o n a r y  l e g .  Done p roper ly  
t h i s  w i l l  r a i s e  t h e  cons t ruc t ion  with a minimum of fuss .  The l e g s  
can then be adjus ted t o  t h e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of t h e  use r .  The h e i g h t  
of t h i s  s t r u c t u r e  should be  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  a r e a  which is 
t o  be viewed. For example, t h e  l a r g e r  t h e  a r e a  t o  be  viewed t h e  
higher  the  sheer legs .  I have seen shee r l egs  r a i s e d  t o  a h e i g h t  of 
10 m and s t i l l  provide very s t a b l e  viewing. Th i s  is  obviously  up 
t o  t h e  individual .  
With h i s t o r i c  s i t e s  t h e  advantage of e l e v a t i o n  makes t h e  t a s k  
of pre-excavation i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  much e a s i e r  a s  o v e r a l l  f e a t u r e  
p a t t e r n s  t h a t  cannot be seen from t h e  ground a r e  e a s i l y  i d e n t i f i e d .  
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Secondly this structure has obvious photographic value. We attached 
a photographic tripod to the ladder with two elastic hook straps 
and used a Rabone Chesterman bulls eye spirit level (No.1362) to 
adjust the camera horizontally. This allowed photography to be done 
with a minimum of distortion. The sheerlegs also form a stable base 
for oblique photography and vertical photography for site drawers, 
post-excavation work and publications. The stability of the sheer- 
leg's apex provides an excellent base from which to take long 
exposure shots and the legs cast minimal shadows and may sometimes 
be arranged so they are out of the photographer's field of view. 
The construction is very safe and the elevation may be easily 
altered by increasing or decreasing the angle of various combinations 
of legs. With materials on hand the total construction time is less 
than half an hour. Given the ease of construction, mobility, 
unlimited elevation potential, stability and general safety plus 
the lack of shadows and minimal damage done to a site this structure 
is valuable as a photographic and interpretative archaeological aid. 
17 Auburn Road 
Kings ton, Tasmania 
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